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Abstract: The developmentalist conception of information’s value makes learning the central
consideration for evaluating information. Following philosopher Richard Kraut, this article argues
that developmentalism provides an important complement to prevalent methods of teaching the
evaluation of information. These methods emphasize (a) trustworthiness—for example, CRAAP
(currency, relevance, authority, accuracy, and purpose) and CARS (credibility, accuracy,
reasonableness, and support) and (b) the use of information in an argument—for example, Joseph
Bizup’s BEAM (background, exhibit, argument, method). The neglected link between evaluation
and learning is crucial for early college researchers; otherwise, students can easily just find sources
to “back up” their existing opinions. Learning-centered evaluation also challenges students to
question how selective exposure influences their media habits. The article includes suggested
applications for information literacy instruction in first-year composition.

Introduction
Developmentalism as presented here advocates for a new way of thinking about the evaluation of
information. This new approach is based on the developmentalist conception of value described by
philosopher Richard Kraut in his book What Is Good and Why. 1 Applied to judgments of
information’s value, developmentalism makes learning the central consideration for making such
evaluations. In other words, information source A is more valuable than information source B
because A gives me a better opportunity to learn something that significantly develops my

perspective on the question at hand. Other prevalent approaches to evaluating information
frequently taught in higher education include (a) looking for criteria that indicate a source’s
trustworthiness and (b) considering the ways that a source might be useful in an argument. Neither
approach has much to say about how information contributes to a researcher’s learning. In this
regard, the developmentalist perspective serves as an important complement to teaching students
trust-based and use-based methods of evaluating information. Emphasizing learning is especially
important in the contemporary information environment, given the ease with which one can miss
opportunities for learning by relying on information sources that merely confirm one’s existing
views. Using learning as a standard for evaluation requires both a discerning eye for the
information itself and a sophisticated awareness of the information’s impact on one’s thoughts and
feelings. Following Elliot Eisner, this article frames such bidirectional sensibility in terms of what
he calls “connoisseurship.” 2
The pages that follow will sketch the theoretical basis for a developmentalist approach to
evaluating information. They will also make general suggestions for how the developmentalist
perspective can be used to refine information literacy instruction for first-year English classes (it
remains up to individual practitioners to develop specific lesson plans for their institutions). But
first, let us look at the ways that trust-based and use-based methods give an incomplete picture of
information’s value.

Limitations of Trust-Based Methods
Classic examples of trust-based evaluation methods include the CRAAP (currency, relevance,
authority, accuracy, and purpose) Test and the CARS (credibility, accuracy, reasonableness, and
support) checklist. 3 The underlying goal for these instruments is to acquaint users with criteria that
will help them distinguish trustworthy information from information that warrants suspicion.

Given current concerns about media bias, “alternative facts,” and fake news, librarians may find
that they get more requests from faculty to teach the evaluation of information in this vein.
Finding trustworthy information is a crucial skill, but the prominent methods for teaching
trust-based evaluation have come under criticism, especially insofar as they involve exhaustive
checklists of criteria for determining information’s value. Checklists have been criticized for
encouraging a mechanical application of the criteria to determine whether a source is “good” or
“bad”; they can also involve an unrealistic number of criteria for students (or anyone) to consider. 4
A further challenge associated with criteria-based approaches to evaluating information is that they
assume students will analyze the source to an extent that many people do not make time for,
especially when working with information online. A provocative study by Miriam Metzger,
Andrew Flanagin, and Ryan Medders suggests that, rather than conduct a time-consuming analysis
of an online source’s content and provenance, users frequently employ conceptual shortcuts, or
heuristics, to assess a source’s credibility. The heuristics most frequently discussed in focus group
interviews include considering a source’s reputation, considering endorsements of a source,
looking for consistency with other sources (corroboration), distrust of sources that fail to meet the
user’s expectations for professionalism, and wariness of sources that ask users to purchase a
product or provide contact information. 5 While introducing students to such concepts as authority
and currency may add some sophistication to such heuristics-based habits of evaluating
information, it is unreasonable to expect students to conduct a formal analysis for each source they
consult. Ideally, the evaluation techniques we teach would fit more naturally with the ways that
people tend to interact with information. 6
A further criticism of the checklist- and trust-based approaches is that they are compatible
with surface or strategic learning, for which the chief motivation is adequate (or even excellent)

performance on an externally imposed academic challenge. This is opposed to deep learning,
which is motivated by a desire to enrich one’s perspective on a question, either for the sake of
applying the new knowledge to one’s life or just because one finds the subject matter interesting. 7
Satisfying the criteria in the CRAAP Test gives no guarantee that the information at hand will
contribute to one’s learning in a significant way. Perhaps a student has planned his or her argument
prior to doing any research and now just needs some credible sources to back up the most
important points. Or maybe a student has ideological commitments that lead him or her to look
only for authoritative sources that support his or her existing opinion. In neither case does the
CRAAP Test teach the student anything about the value of information for achieving a more
sophisticated perspective on a research question.
Marc Meola is on target when he points out that credibility checklists operate on an
“internal model.” They emphasize criteria internal to the information source itself. 8 The credibility
approach comes up short in prompting students to consider contextual factors that give information
the lion’s share of its value. What is the question or occasion that makes this information
noteworthy? How does this information differ from other sources I have consulted? Why is this
information published in this particular medium? Who might argue for a different point of view?
Most significantly, how does this information make a difference for my learning?

Limitations of Use-Based Methods
Use-based approaches to teaching evaluation also fall short with respect to encouraging
meaningful learning. An instance of use-based teaching that has shown increasing popularity in the
library community stems from the work of composition scholar Joseph Bizup. Bizup offers
students a helpful framework for thinking about the ways that information sources can be used in
an argument. According to his BEAM classification system, information can be used to provide

background for the audience to understand the subject matter, an exhibit (such as data or a
quotation from a primary source) for the author to interpret in order to make a point, a reference to
another expert’s argument through which the author can develop or contextualize his or her own
opinion, or a method that the author uses as a theoretical lens for interpreting evidence or arriving
at conclusions. Students can use the BEAM categories to analyze ways that outside information is
used in a given text; they can also apply the framework to their own writing as a guide to help
them integrate information into their own arguments. 9
In contrast to credibility-based approaches to evaluating information, this rhetorical
approach has the advantage of calling on students to consider the context in which they plan to use
information. For example, students using BEAM will evaluate sources based on their ability to
help their audience understand their argument. Students will also consider the ways that different
types of sources can address different gaps in an argument’s persuasiveness.
But ultimately, this rhetorical approach represents an incomplete understanding of
information’s value—that is, it does not call on students to consider whether a source contributes
to their learning. It is not hard to imagine a clever student starting a research project by outlining
his or her argument and its conclusion, finding sources to substantiate the main points, then
weaving the sources and structure together to present a well-formed argument. This student has
demonstrated a grasp of the ways that information can be persuasive, but it remains an open
question whether he or she understands and appreciates the ways that information enriches
understanding and spurs further inquiry.
To clarify, it would be too much to say that the trust-based and use-based approaches to
teaching evaluation skills actually encourage a close-minded, conclusion-driven manner of
conducting research. The problem is that these methods of teaching are compatible with such

limited conceptions of research, even though such conceptions are antithetical to the spirit of free
and broad-ranging inquiry that the library and the university seek to cultivate. This is precisely
where the developmentalist notion of information’s value can supplement our existing methods of
teaching.

Developmentalism: Good Information Contributes to Flourishing
What does it mean for information to be good? One way to approach this question is to situate it
within a more general theory of what it means for anything to be good. Philosopher Richard Kraut
provides such an account in his book What Is Good and Why. According to Kraut, an item,
activity, or event is good insofar as it contributes to a living thing’s well-being or flourishing. As
Kraut puts it, “For most things, to flourish simply means to be healthy: to be an organism that is
unimpeded in its growth and normal functioning.” 10 For humans, flourishing involves growth and
development within specifiable domains: “A flourishing human being is one who possesses,
develops, and enjoys the exercise of cognitive, affective, sensory, and social powers (no less than
physical powers). Those, in the broadest outline and roughly speaking, are the categories of
[human] well-being.” 11
There are many ways to think about what constitutes well-being. Kraut maintains that his
account of well-being is particularly compelling because it derives from uncontroversial,
commonsense notions of a healthy human life cycle. Although there can be much debate on the
question of what is good for a specific individual in a particular situation, we can generally agree
that it is good for children’s sensory, affective, cognitive, social, and physical capacities to grow
more developed and refined as they get older. It is also uncontroversial that when sickness, old
age, or abuse cause our capacities to decline, we cannot be said to be flourishing as we once did,
and that is bad. While Kraut’s developmentalist theory will not give us unequivocal answers on

what is best in a particular situation, it does provide some starting points for reflecting on the
relative merits of competing courses of action. 12 The theory’s emphasis on growth and
development makes it a particularly suitable basis for reflecting on what makes educational
undertakings more or less worthwhile.
In contrast to trust-based and use-based approaches to evaluating information, the
developmentalist account provides resources for explaining why a student who merely goes
through the motions of research represents a disappointment. Even though the student may be
competent enough to find sources that meet criteria for trustworthiness and use them to construct a
reasoned argument, the value of information for the student is limited in important ways,
especially in light of the educational context in which the student is working. Our methods of
teaching students to evaluate information should emphasize the potential for information to
stimulate development.
In Kraut’s account of the cognitive aspects of human flourishing, he makes an observation
that bears considering here. Rather than associate cognitive flourishing with the mere possession of
knowledge, Kraut argues that the stimulating pursuit and acquisition of new knowledge
exemplifies cognitive flourishing. 13 For our purposes, if a student’s point of view on the subject
matter remains static throughout the course of a research project, that student will miss out on
important opportunities to develop, grow, and enjoy learning in distinctly human ways.

Disruptive Information Stimulates Development
For an information source to make a meaningful difference intellectually (or affectively, or
socially), it needs to have a disruptive quality that pulls students out of their current trajectories of
thinking and feeling. It has to make them consider new possibilities. This disruptive quality is not
internal to the source alone; rather, it describes the interaction that the learner has with the source.

Something about the source needs to shake the student out of their cognitive and emotional
equilibrium and create an opportunity to readjust and adapt to the disruptive information. This
process of readjustment is characteristic of learning that is deep rather than merely strategic or
superficial.
This disruptive quality cannot be planned for in advance. There is no set of criteria to
determine whether a source will be disruptive. Instead, a source has to both fit with and raise
questions about a researcher’s background and experience in order to create an opportunity for the
researcher to remodel his or her beliefs, doubts, and questions. A source that generates significant
disruption (and therefore genuine learning) for one researcher may slip smoothly and quietly into
another researcher’s existing set of beliefs without a discernible impact. Likewise, one cannot plan
on encountering a disruptive source when writing an initial outline for one’s arguments. Instead, an
instance of disruptive information becomes an occasion for rewriting one’s outline.
But the spontaneous nature of disruptive sources does not mean that teachers can only
leave it up to chance whether their students come across them. There are steps an instructor can
take to increase both the probability and the value of encounters with disruptive information.
Structuring assignments so that students consult sources with a range of perspectives and in a
variety of formats adds to the likelihood that students will come across something novel. Asking
students to provide a written account of the contrasts they discover demonstrates that they have
consulted a range of perspectives (it also gives practice for more formal literature reviews). 14 The
observations regarding disruptive information also underscore the importance of not pushing
students to consult highly technical sources until they have sufficient background to understand
them. For first-year students especially, scholarly articles with a high degree of complexity,
extensive jargon, or an emphasis on statistical data may prove too elusive for anything more than a

superficial interaction with the information, which makes it considerably less likely that the source
will have the desired disruptive impact on the student’s thoughts and feelings.

Holistic Judgments of Information’s Value
The observations in the preceding sections give a developmentalist account of what makes
information good. Good information has a disruptive impact on one’s current thoughts and feeling,
thereby creating an occasion for learning and growth. But how does one apply this notion of
goodness when making judgments of information’s value?
Evaluating information in this way requires evaluators to maintain awareness of the
difference that the information makes in them. A complete evaluation is not strictly a matter of
examining the characteristics of the information source. Instead, a complete evaluation requires
reflection on the ways that information changes (or fails to change) the concepts, attitudes, and
ways of imagining that comprise one’s outlook. In this sense, the developmentalist approach to
evaluating has much in common with the internally directed and metacognitive reenvisionings of
information literacy found in influential articles by Dane Ward and Anne-Marie Deitering and Sara
Jameson. 15
The developmentalist view is essentially a matter of considering the ways that information
is good for someone, and at the broadest level, information’s salutary effects can be divided into
two categories: the intrinsic and the instrumental. The intrinsic category’s defining characteristics
track smoothly with Kraut’s account of human flourishing. In other words, information has
intrinsic value for the audience insofar as it presents a new perspective on the subject matter that
contributes to the audience’s development, engagement, and enjoyment. Apprehending and
processing the content exercises the audience’s mind and heart in a manner that is consistent with
healthy human functioning, and that is good in and of itself.

There is also an instrumental category of goodness to consider. From this perspective, good
information calls forth thoughts, feelings, and images that permit us to interact with the world
around us in increasingly advantageous, sustainable ways. This type of informed interaction is
typically what we have in mind when we justify information literacy in terms of lifelong learning
and successful participation in one’s community. The United Nations Alexandria Proclamation on
Information Literacy and Lifelong Learning exemplifies this manner of thinking about the value of
information. 16 Viewed instrumentally, good information helps us learn about the world around us,
thereby empowering us to make more successful choices.
So, from a holistic perspective on information literacy, one that acknowledges both the
inner and outer dimensions of information, information is good insofar as it (a) stimulates the
healthy functioning of our cognitive, affective, and imaginative capacities and (b) helps us make
successful choices by helping us understand important aspects of the world.
It might appear that we have traveled a long way to arrive at platitudes. But these
apparently trite notions take on an additional significance when compared with the much narrower
conceptions that lie behind our current teaching practices. For example, if a source satisfies the
credibility criteria associated with the trust-based approach, that does not necessarily mean that its
information will stimulate our inward capacities in significant ways. It may be too close to our
existing beliefs to drive growth, too remote from our experiences to comprehend, or simply too
dull to keep our attention.
Conversely, a source may fail to meet common criteria for credibility yet still enrich our
inner life in important ways. Provocative works of fiction follow this pattern, but they are not the
only forms of information that do so. An outsider’s perspective on a controversial question may
not admit of easy verification, but it can still alert us to possibilities not previously considered. A

carefully argued account, even if one ultimately arrives at good reasons for rejecting it, can provide
healthy inner stimulation while also increasing the sophistication of one’s grasp of important
aspects of the world. It is important to apply credibility criteria when the situation warrants it, but
credibility is not the only standard by which to evaluate information, nor is it necessarily the most
important.
Based on these considerations, our aim as educators should be to help students develop a
broad set of sensibilities for considering information’s value. Our goal should be students who can
discern and intelligently discuss more than a source’s credibility or its usefulness in an argument.
They should also be able to describe the way that information excites and challenges them, how it
stretches their previous ways of thinking and feeling, and how their own particular constitution and
background make a difference in the ways that they interact with information. We need to help our
students become connoisseurs of information.
In advocating for the role that connoisseurship plays in evaluating educational
environments, Elliot Eisner describes the bidirectional nature of the connoisseur’s awareness:
To be a connoisseur of wines, bicycles, or graphic arts is to be informed about their qualities; it means
being able to discriminate the subtleties among types of wine, bicycles, and graphic arts by drawing
upon a gustatory, visual, and kinesthetic memory against which the particulars of the present may be
placed for purposes of comparison and contrast. 17

Connoisseurs of information do much the same thing: they deliberately reflect on elements
of their inward life (memory, emotion, imagination) in order to interpret and judge the value of
information for enhancing their perspective on the question. They judge the new in terms of how it
builds on the old, the outward in terms of its ability to enrich the inward. But what can we as
educators do to help students develop their capacity for appreciating information’s impact on their
growth?

Learning-Based Evaluation in First-Year Composition
Academic and Civic Implications
As a step toward integrating these theoretical considerations into actual practice, let us envision
some of the ways that the developmentalist approach might inform teaching for first-year
composition courses. First-year composition should be a priority because it typically comes early
in a student’s career and because of the nature of the research that students ordinarily perform in
that class.
As a course that many students take early in their undergraduate years, first-year
composition serves as an important foundation for subsequent student research. Alison Head and
Michael Eisenberg identify the first year as a uniquely pivotal time in a college student’s
development as a learner because there is a significant danger that students will form research
habits and then “flat-line” as researchers—that is, apply the same research techniques that got them
through their first-year assignments to subsequent research challenges, regardless of whether these
old techniques are a good fit for new subject matter. 18 It is therefore especially important to make
sure that our instructional practices in the first year cultivate habits associated with deep learning,
not just the surface or strategic learning techniques that students can employ when they are just
trying to get through their assignments. 19 The research focus of many first-year composition
courses makes them an important opportunity to develop students’ skills, habits, and perspectives
as self-directed learners because these dispositions form the basis for subsequent research that
students do in college and even in life after college.
Furthermore, first-year composition represents an important opportunity to influence
students’ habits of learning as citizens. For many students, first-year composition is a unique point
in the curriculum in which they are asked to learn about a controversial issue that interests them

and to present a compelling case for their own position on the question. Although they may consult
the research of experts working in academic disciplines, the students’ goal is not (necessarily) to
develop their own expertise in a particular discipline. Rather, the aim is to formulate an educated
opinion on a difficult question and to state their position clearly and persuasively.
Emphasis on nonexpert learning and communication makes the research in first-year
composition very close to the sort of learning and expression required for participation in a
democracy’s public discourse. Few citizens in the United States, for example, are credentialed
experts in fields directly related to the question of gun control, yet the ideal of active citizenship
presumes that all participants will learn about the issue and develop a reasoned position on the
question. First-year composition provides an important opportunity for practicing this sort of
learning and reasoning. 20
Civic considerations make it particularly crucial for students in first-year composition to
develop their sophistication as evaluators of information. A recent study by the Pew Research
Center shows that political polarization is at its highest in decades, and it suggests that Americans’
choices of where they get their political news are at least partially to blame. 21 Because the current
media landscape presents consumers with an unprecedented range of options, it is easy to restrict
oneself to news sources that tend to confirm one’s existing ideological leanings, a habit known as
selective exposure. Such choices reinforce the current dynamic of increasing polarization: ideology
tends to restrict media consumption to sources that corroborate existing beliefs, and partisan media
consumption tends to deepen and solidify ideological preferences. 22
Introducing students to methods for evaluating sources in a way that makes their learning a
central concern should help students raise questions about selective exposure in their own
encounters with information. “Has this post on my go-to news site really left me better off? Have I

changed my thinking as a result of reading this? Has it helped me grow as a person?” If the answer
to any of these questions is “no,” developmentalism suggests that is time for the information
connoisseur to move on to something more stimulating.
Suggestions for Practice
The following suggestions presume deep collaboration with instructional faculty to plan for
information literacy outcomes, instruction, and assignments. Such relationships are not easy to
achieve, but they are increasingly necessary as higher education comes to grips with how
demanding the subject matter of information literacy really is. 23 Librarians will have limited
success unless they can work with faculty to weave the reflective evaluation of information into
the course.
A promising approach is to tweak a few elements that many composition instructors
already include in their classes. The goal for these modifications is to structure the research
assignment in a way that guides the students through a phase of genuine inquiry and discovery. As
this article has argued, having students find sources to support their thesis is not enough to show
them that information’s most profound value lies in its capacity to stimulate deep learning. 24
In my experience, many first-year composition instructors wisely require their students to
submit their work in progressive stages of the research project’s development—not just a finished
product at the end of the course. Two of these stages provide important points of leverage for
ensuring that students engage in significant inquiry, which makes it easier to underscore the point
that learning new ideas—not just backing up existing ones—lies at the heart of source-based
research.
Early on, students are typically required to submit a statement of the scope of their
research, often in the form of a “working” thesis, other times as a research question. Framed

properly, a research question serves as a better prompt for open-minded inquiry. If students settle
on a thesis too quickly, they may mistakenly assume that research is a matter of finding sources to
support one’s thesis, thereby limiting opportunities for meaningful inquiry and intellectual growth.
It is better to delay articulating a thesis until after students have had an opportunity for thoughtful
interaction with a range of perspectives on their question. 25
Students are frequently asked to make a record of these interactions in the form of an
annotated bibliography. The classic annotated bibliography assignment calls on students to find
and cite a prescribed number of sources (some of which should be scholarly, others of which may
be popular) and to provide a brief summary and evaluation of each source. Reimagining this staple
of first-year research holds great promise for deepening the quality of students’ inquiry into their
chosen subject matter. It also gives students a chance to bring a broad set of sensibilities to
reflecting on and describing their interactions with the sources they consult.
An annotated bibliography assignment for information connoisseurs might have students
summarize and vet their potential sources in the usual way, but it would also include some of the
following questions:
•

Which information source surprised you the most? Why?

•

Which position do you find most convincing? What factors in your personal
background or belief-system contribute to this assessment?

•

What would make the most convincing source even more convincing for you?

•

Was the most convincing source also the most surprising source? Why or why not?

•

Which source does the best job of taking other points of view into account, either
incorporating them or rejecting them for good reasons? Explain.

•

How would someone from a different socioeconomic group think about the question?

•

What do you still need to learn more about?

•

Are there creative works that relate to your question? Consider movies, TV shows,
novels, short stories, music, or visual arts. How do these creative works compare to the
informative works that you consulted for this project?

These questions encourage students to consult a range of sources and compare them to one
another. 26 The questions also call on students to reflect on the ways that the information consulted
relates to their own background and experiences. The hope is that these questions will prompt
students to make the connections between information and experience that deep learners seem to
form without even being asked. The intent is also to require students to articulate some of the
beliefs and dispositions that they bring with them into the inquiry. “Owning” the background that
colors their judgments gives students the opportunity to reflect on whether their predispositions are
legitimate influences or whether they get in the way of objective inquiry.
Note also that the questions do not require a grounding in any particular discipline’s
methods of inquiry. Instead, the questions ask student to read and reflect on a variety of sources,
comparing the sources to one another and to students’ previous experiences with the subject
matter. In this regard, the exercise models and adds refinement to the nonexpert, self-directed
learning process that citizens engage in when they need to form an opinion on an issue for which
they have no formal training. Consulting sources from a variety of perspectives provides a hedge
against selective exposure. Reflection on one’s thoughts and feelings offers a chance to gauge the
quality of learning that one is undergoing, which should offer some protection against the
temptation to merely go through the motions of inquiry.
It is important to note that valuing information that promotes genuine learning is not
necessarily a foreign concept for students. In a study to uncover how students experience

conducting research for an essay, Mandy Lupton interviewed students in a first-year environmental
sciences class. Her findings include a broad range of perspectives. While respondents did indeed
talk about research as a matter of finding credible evidence to support their point of view, they also
spoke of research as an opportunity to learn more about important problems and about the ways
that their discipline approaches those issues. Some even aspired to apply their newfound
knowledge to make a difference in the problems they studied. 27 The task-centered, assignmentfocused orientation one frequently sees in student researchers is not insurmountable. We just need
to structure our classes and assignments to explicitly connect research experiences with students’
existing desires to learn more about the world and about themselves.

The Bottom Line
I have compared the developmentalist perspective on evaluating information with popular usebased and trust-based approaches to teaching evaluation. The intent is not to offer a replacement
for trust-based and use-based methods. The developmentalist, growth-based approach supplements
the more popular methods because it emphasizes learning in a way that the more prevalent
methods tend to overlook. Table 1 gives an overview of how the three methods compare and a
sense of how each could be emphasized in different phases of students’ learning about research
and writing.
[Insert Table 1]
Learning is a crucial element in evaluation. By emphasizing impact on learning as an
indicator of information’s value, information literacy educators send students a message with
important academic and civic implications. If significant development of one’s perspective is a
core indicator of information’s value, then finding facts and figures that merely support what a
person already believes represents a failure to use information for its most important purpose.

Research that merely backs up existing views is second-rate research. News sources that merely
support an existing worldview fail to tell the reader anything meaningfully new. Students who
recognize such experiences as lackluster are on their way to becoming connoisseurs of information
who demand the very best. In an information environment marked by ideological echo chambers
and fake news, demanding the best information may well be the most important disposition that an
educated individual can possess.

Mark Lenker is a teaching and learning librarian in the Department of Educational Initiatives at
the University of Nevada Las Vegas; he may be reached by e-mail at: mark.lenker@unlv.edu.
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